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EMPLOYEE PERCEPTIONS OF THE TALENT MANAGEMENT 
MESSAGE: CASE ANALYSES IN DANISH SMEs  
 
ABSTRACT 
 
Much of the research on talent management has been focused on how it can be designed and 
implemented to maximize an organization’s competitive advantage. Far less attention has been 
aimed at understanding employees’ perceptions of their organizations’ talent management 
message. Moreover, studies on talent management have primarily been conducted in large, multi-
national organizations. In our qualitative, multiple case study of nine SMEs in Denmark, we 
investigate employees’ perceptions of their organizations’ talent management message prior to 
and after being employed and how these before and after perceptions influence their current 
attitudes and behaviors.  Our findings suggest that while externally oriented talent management 
messages in SMEs may mimic those of large organizations, internal messages may be far less 
explicit and formalized in SMEs. Further, there appeared to be a high level of incongruence 
between internal and external talent management messages in these SMEs. Significantly, the 
perceived impact of gaps between the external and internal talent management messages on 
employees’ attitudes and behaviors seemed however to be mitigated by value alignment. Drawing 
from these findings, we emphasize contributions to talent management theory and practice and 
propose a number of directions for future research.  
 
Keywords: talent management; employee perceptions, SMEs, Qualitative case analysis 
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INTRODUCTION 
Talent management is frequently ranked as one of the most critical challenges facing 
businesses today (Deloitte, 2010).  Adopting a strategic approach to talent management is viewed 
as a mechanism for firms to achieve competitive advantage (Ashton & Morton, 2005) and to 
ensure access to the competencies critical to achieving the organizations’ strategic objectives. 
Reviews of the talent management field (Collings & Mellahi, 2009: Lewis & Heckman, 2006; 
Gallardo-Gallardo, Nijs, Dries & Gallo, 2015; Thunnissen, Boselie & Fruytier, 2013) and of 
empirical research to date (Gallardo-Gallardo & Thunnissen, 2016) conclude that talent 
management is a popular, growing and maturing domain.  Yet, although a great deal has been 
written about the virtues of talent management from an employers’ perspective, there is a scarcity 
of corresponding empirical research on the actual implementation of talent management in 
practice (Gallardo-Gallardo & Thunnissen, 2016) and the effects of talent management practices 
from an employee viewpoint (Thunnissen, 2016).   In their review of empirical talent 
management research, Gallardo-Gallardo and Thunnissen (2016:40) report that there are more 
articles at the organizational level of analysis (42 percent focused on talent management practices 
and organizational outcomes), while 23 percent focused on the employee level.  Indeed, little 
attention has been given to how employees perceive and react to the messages their organizations 
convey about talent management (Höglund, 2012) even though scholars have called for research 
to understand the influence of talent management on employee beliefs, attitudes and behaviors 
(Gallardo-Gallardo, Dries & González-Cruz, 2013) in order to determine the value of talent 
management, if any, from an employee perspective (Thunnissen, 2016). 
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In this paper, we respond to this call by focusing on employees’ perceptions of talent 
management prior to and after joining the organization. In addition, our study addresses other 
distinct gaps in the literature.  First, the focus on research and consulting reports to date in terms 
of talent management has been on large organizations, typically multi-national enterprises 
(MNEs) (Gallardo-Gallardo & Thunnissen, 2016; Stahl et al., 2007). There is a dearth of research 
on talent management in small to medium-sized organizations (SMEs) (Gallardo-Gallardo & 
Thunnissen, 2016; Valverde, Scullion & Ryan, 2013).  To a certain degree this echoes arguments 
made at a broader level, that HRM research in general has focused on large, MNEs without 
recognition of the particular challenges inherent in managing people in SMEs given the smaller 
size of their business operations and generally more limited access to specialized HR resources 
(Festing, 2007). This approach does little to inform managers within SMEs about how best to 
engage in talent management and indeed, the extent to which these approaches are relevant to 
SMEs in other national contexts (Heneman, Tansky and Camp, 2000).  Second, there has been 
criticism of the emphasis on talent management in North American organizations, perhaps due to 
the fact that MNEs often have a corporate headquarters in North America (Vaiman & Collings, 
2013).  Recently, however, Gallardo-Gallardo and Thunnissen (2016:40) challenge this 
perspective as their review finds that 40 percent of papers included in their review of peer-
reviewed publications had investigated talent management in Europe.  Third, there has been 
limited investigation of the influence of national context (e.g., national business, culture and 
workforce characteristics) on both the definition and adoption of talent management practices and 
their effectiveness.  
Recently, however, researchers have begun to consider other contexts. In particular, 
Valverde et al.’s (2013) explored the perceptions, definitions and practices of talent management 
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in Spanish medium-sized organizations and Festing, Schäfer and Scullion’s (2013) investigated 
human resource management and talent management in German SMEs. Further, Tatoglu, Glaister 
and Demirbag’s (in press) present a comparative study of talent management practices between 
MNEs and local firms in Turkey. A common insight from these publications was that there 
appear to be clear differences in the way that talent management is perceived, defined and 
practiced in smaller firms outside of North America. These studies pave new ground by showing 
both an increasing recognition that talent management issues and challenges may vary 
significantly in different types of organizations (Iles, Chuai & Preece, 2010) and by recognizing 
the uniqueness of national context in the definition and practice of talent management. 
Collectively, these studies, and ours, respond to calls to enrich the contextual view of talent 
management, and to provide a more enhanced European perspective on talent management 
(Collings, Scullion & Vaiman, 2011) that acknowledges the inherent diversity of national 
business systems, institutions, industries, and workforce demographics and characteristics in a 
given region (Festing et al., 2013; Vaiman & Holden, 2011; Valverde et al., 2013).  
Building on this research, the objective of this study is to investigate how employees in 
SMEs in Denmark perceive the talent management messages conveyed by their organizations. 
More specifically, we examine employees’ perceptions of their organizations talent management 
message before and after their employment, and how perceived congruence and incongruence of 
their organizations’ talent management message prior to and after becoming employed impact on 
their attitudes and behaviors. The assumptions underpinning the study are that: 1) employees’ 
perceptions of their organizations’ talent management message will influence their attitudes and 
behaviors; and 2) perceived congruence between the “before and after” talent management 
message will have a positive influence on employees’ attitudes and behaviors, whereas perceived 
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incongruence will negatively influence employees’ attitudes and behaviors. The first assumption 
is supported by research in the field of Human Resource Management (HRM), where the critical 
role of employees’ perceptions of HR practices on employee attitudes, behaviors, and 
organizational performance (e.g. Kehoe & Wright, 2013; Wright & Nishi, 2013) has been 
recognized; the second assumption is based on studies investigating talent management from a 
psychological contract perspective (e.g. Dries & De Gieter, 2014) that have described the 
consequences of both fulfillment and breach of expectations created by talent management. 
Further, Sonnenberg, van Zijderveld and Brinks (2014) found that misalignment between 
executives’ and employees’ perceptions of who is and should be identified as talent can 
negatively impact the psychological contract between the employee and the organization.   
The paper is structured as follows. First, we present an overview of the talent 
management literature, where we emphasize the talent management message organizations 
convey when promoting their talent management programs. We then describe the methodology 
used to investigate and analyze how employees in nine Danish SMEs perceive the talent 
management message conveyed by their organizations, and how these perceptions appear to 
influence the employees’ attitudes and behaviors. Finally, we discuss our findings in terms of 
their theoretical and practical implications, and propose directions for future research. By 
presenting findings from an empirical multiple case study, we address the calls for research on 
employees level outcomes of talent management (e.g. Dries & Geiter, 2014; Gelens, Hofmans, 
Dries & Pepermans, 2014; Thunnissen, 2016; Thunnissen et al., 2013) and contribute to building 
a more nuanced view of talent management as advocated by Dries (2013) and Thunnissen and 
Van Arensbergen (2015).  Further, we address the call for empirical studies in a European and 
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SME context (Collings et al., 2011; Festing et al., 2013; Vaiman & Holden, 2011; Valverde et al., 
2013). 
BACKGROUND AND LITERATURE REVIEW 
The Talent Management Message 
Strategic talent management typically consists of five key elements of attracting, 
identifying, deploying, developing and engaging the work force (Cheese, 2010; Uren, 2007). 
Whether explicit or not, each of these elements conveys a message about the organization to 
relevant stakeholders within and outside of the organization. In particular, organizations utilize 
employer branding practices for attraction and recruitment by conveying positive messages about 
the development and career opportunities afforded by their talent management programs 
(Maxwell & Knox, 2009; Uncles, 2010; Wilden, Gudergan & Lings, 2010).  In essence, these 
messages highlight the benefits of working in this particular organization based on its value 
proposition (Lawler, 2005).  The value proposition is an important attraction device, as potential 
employees develop a sense of what the organization values, and how it aims to engage, develop 
and reward employees.   
Importantly, organizations differ in their underlying assumptions and philosophies in 
regards to talent management (Meyers & van Woerkom, 2014); typically adopting an exclusive 
or an inclusive approach to talent management.  An exclusive approach (the one most typically 
associated with the concept of talent management) is characterized by its focus on high-
performers and the identification of high-potentials, while the inclusive approach is characterized 
by its application of talent management concepts to all employees so that there is a clear 
emphasis on employee development for all (Collings & Mellahi, 2009; Lewis & Heckman, 
2006).  Whatever approach an organization adopts, it conveys this message externally to the 
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broader labor market about how talent is managed within the business. Acceptance of the 
message inherent in the value proposition subsequently engages employees, aligns their efforts 
with the organizational objectives, and provides an ongoing exchange relationship.  
Several scholars (e.g. Dries & De Gieter, 2014) have viewed this exchange relationship 
from a psychological contract perspective. More specifically, research suggests that talent 
management can have a strong impact on shaping the psychological contract (e.g. Bethke-
Langenegger, Mahler & Staffelbach, 2011; Festing & Schäfer, 2014). For instance, Dries and De 
Gieter (2014) and Höglund (2012) have emphasized that talent management used for recruitment 
purposes carries an intentional and strategically crafted, positive message about the organization 
values and what it offers employees, and therein has a direct influence on the psychological 
contract. Specifically, psychological contract theory maintains that positive performance 
outcomes can be expected to the degree that there is alignment between employees’ expectations 
and the obligations they perceive of their organization on the one hand, and what the organization 
in fact delivers (Conway & Coyle-Shapiro, 2011) on the other. According to Sonnenberg et al. 
(2014) sustaining a positive psychological contract requires continued efforts to manage 
expectations, particularly when adopting an exclusive talent management strategy. Studies by 
Dries and De Gieter (2014) and Malik and Singh (2014) lend support to this notion by examining 
the heightened expectations talent management created for both high performers and the HR 
managers in their organizations. Importantly, Collings and Mellahi’s (2009) review of talent 
management literature emphasizes that the positive outcomes generally associated with talent 
management such as enhanced motivation and organizational commitment are only be realized 
when employees have positive reactions and expectations of the talent management message.  
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Underpinning research on talent management from a psychological contract perspective, 
or one that focuses on employee expectations of talent management is the relevance of employee 
perceptions. Although research aimed at understanding employees’ perceptions of talent 
management is only now emerging, studies have investigated how, for instance, perceptions of 
organizational justice influence employees’ experiences with talent management (Gelens, Dries, 
Hofmans, & Pepermans, 2013; Swailes, 2013), and the beliefs HR directors and high potentials 
hold about the nature of the high potential employee-employer exchange relationship (Dries & 
De Gieter, 2014).  
What have not yet been investigated, however, is how employees perceive their 
organizations’ talent management message, and how these perceptions influence the employees’ 
attitudes and behaviors. Indeed, the dominant approach in existing research is to collect data from 
managers and HR professionals, with limited data (one-third of the studies) being collected at the 
employee level (Gallardo-Gallardo & Thunnissen, 2016), even though employees are the targets 
of the talent management efforts. The purpose of the current study is to address this gap and 
contribute to an employee-centered perspective of talent management by exploring how 
employees perceive the talent management message before and after joining an organization, and 
how these perceptions influence their attitudes and behaviors.  
 
METHODOLOGY 
Our objective with this study was to gain a better understanding of how employees’ 
perceive and experience the talent management message, and thus we adopted a qualitative 
research design involving multiple case studies in firms in which talent management is used. 
According to Yin (2003), a multiple case study approach provides opportunities to gather rich 
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data to be used to understand relationships between phenomena in the context in which they 
occur.  
Case Selection 
The cases in our sample were identified in the following way: First, we obtained a list of 
63 SMEs attending at least one of a series of seminars on talent management held by the Danish 
research council in 2013-2014. Thereafter, we scanned the websites of the 63 firms for explicit 
talent management messages, such as text concerning specific talent management initiatives, use 
of the term “talent” on the organizations’ homepages, and/or reference to talent and talent 
management in online job announcements. We then contacted the 32 firms that met the criteria of 
an explicit talent management message on their websites to verify that the organizations did 
engage in internal talent management initiatives such as identification, development, deployment, 
and engagement of talent. Of the 16 organizations claiming to have specific talent management 
initiatives, arrangements were made with nine on the basis of availability to participate in the 
study.  An overview of the sample is presented in Table 1.   
------------------------------------------- 
Insert Table 1 about here 
------------------------------------------ 
Data Collection 
Although our original plan was to conduct interviews only with employees actively 
involved in talent management initiatives within their organization, it quickly became apparent 
that this qualification could skew our findings. More specifically, we discovered that some of the 
firms utilized an inclusive approach to talent management, where there was little to no 
designation of “talent” or “high performers”, and others used a rigid exclusive approach where 
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there was only one identified talent within the organization. Reasoning that all employees (i.e. 
whether designated as talent or not) would have been aware of the talent management messages 
conveyed by their organizations, we opted to conduct interviews with five-nine employees who 
had been hired externally during the time their organizations were promoting their talent 
management programs on their websites and had been employed in their respective organizations 
for at least one year. This stipulation helped ensure that the interviewees should have some 
experience with the organizations’ talent management even if they had not been included in 
specific initiatives. This approach resulted in a total of 61 interviews of approximately 45-65 
minutes in length. The employees ranged in age from 24-31 and 79% were male.  
Interviews were semi-structured and included open-ended questions to identify 
perceptions of the talent management messages prior to joining the organization and after been 
employed within the firm. For instance, we asked the interviewees to describe their impressions 
of the talent management program prior to being hired and how the organizations’ talent 
management message (e.g. advertisements, reputation, announcements) shaped those 
impressions, whether and how the talent management message in their respective firms had 
influenced their decision to accept employment in the organization, what their perceptions of 
talent management had been since being hired, and how they believed that their perceptions of 
the firms’ respective talent management influenced their attitudes and behaviors.  
Procedure and Data Analysis 
The second author and two research assistants independently sorted and analyzed the 
transcribed data from the interviews on the basis of the talent management literature, using a 
thematic analysis approach (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Specifically, the data were sorted according 
to: (1) perceptions of the external talent management message conveyed by their organizations 
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(i.e. prior to becoming an employee); (2) the employees’ perceptions of the internal talent 
management message (i.e. after having been employed in their organizations); and (3) the 
employees’ subjective assessments of how the before and after perceptions of the organizations’ 
talent management message were linked to their attitudes and behaviors.  To ensure anonymity of 
interviewees’ and their organizations, a coding system is used so that V1-9 signifies the firm and 
E1-9 denotes the individual interviewee. These findings are presented and discussed in the 
following sections of the paper.   
 
FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS 
 
External and Internal Talent Management Messages: The Before and After Picture 
Without exception, all of the interviewees claimed to have been aware of the talent 
management messages conveyed by their organizations before they became employees.  For 
most, this message was perceived as explicit and was consistent with the elements of talent 
management identified by Cheese (2010) and Uren (2007) (i.e. attracting, deploying developing 
and engaging the workforce). For instance, one explained: “The job announcement made a big 
point out of how they target the very best in the field for key positions in the company… invest in 
talent by offering personal and professional development…part of their mission to have the best 
and most committed employees” (V2, E1). Another interviewee remembered thinking that his 
organization had specifically targeted young and highly educated candidates by the way they 
crafted their external talent management message. In particular, he recalled:  
…It was all about competence and career development, about building 
competencies for the future. Their talent management program was about moving 
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up the competency ladder. That was really smart, I think, because people at my 
stage of their careers and in my area [young professional, financial investments] 
are all about developing competencies, right? (V9: E4).  
Others mentioned that they recalled that the terms “talent management program”, “talent engine”, 
and “talent”, in addition to “personalized development programs” and “career development”, 
were explicit in their organizations’ job announcements and websites.   
Although some of the interviewees could not recall specific terminology regarding the 
exclusivity/inclusivity of the organizations’ external talent management message, they all 
perceived that they were either being identified as talent at the time of their being hired, or that 
they would be have the opportunity to be identified as talent after joining the company. Similarly, 
all of the interviewees appeared to assume an exclusive understanding of talent that would entail 
their being selected for activities (e.g. development, promotion) on the basis of relatively unique 
potential or performance (Collings & Mellahi, 2009; Lewis & Heckman, 2006). According to one 
of the interviewees: “…it was certainly made clear that the talent management program was for 
the chosen few, and that high-performers would have access to better projects, clients, and 
promotion” (V9, E7)  
Moreover, and consistent with the talent management literature (e.g. Lawler, 2005), 
interviewees often described how these external talent management messages (i.e., the message 
the SME conveys to the labor market) communicated benefits of working for the organization 
and a positive overall impression of the organization. For instance, interviewees related how they 
perceived the messages as demonstrating “professionalism”, “concern for employees”, 
“prioritizing of employees”, and “values”. As one interviewee explained: “This is an old family 
firm, which is attractive to a lot of people. Family values are a big part of their image, and there 
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was a lot about how they are all about bringing new talent into the family” (V1, E9). Another 
emphasized that the background on the website and the wording of the job announcement 
together imparted a concern for the environment and how becoming a member of the 
organization would provide opportunities to contribute meaningfully to society. In this way, the 
external talent management messages served as a form of employer branding that creates a 
positive image of the organization as described by several researchers (e.g. Maxwell & Knox, 
2009; Wilden et al., 2010; Martin, Beaumont, Doig & Pate, 2005).  
Although the perceptions of the organizations’ external talent messages were quite 
similar, there was considerable variation regarding perceptions of the explicit aspects of the 
internal talent management message (i.e., the message the SME conveys to employees) in their 
organizations. More specifically, a small minority (six interviewees from two firms, V5 and V6) 
reported that their “after” experiences with the talent management programs in their 
organizations were generally consistent with the external messages conveyed prior to their 
joining the organizations.  In particular, both of these firms purported to and did offer talent 
management initiatives to a select group of employees within the organization. In one of these 
firms, several of the interviewees mentioned that their organizations’ talent management 
programs were highly integrated into other managerial practices, which further emphasized the 
congruence of the external and internal message. For example, he recalled that when he and 
some of his colleagues had been identified as talent: “We were given new titles and our salaries 
were bumped up…we all got company paid mobile phones and briefcases with the company 
logo, just like the execs have. It makes you feel like one of the in-crowd and that they are behind 
you” (V6: E2).   
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For the vast majority of interviewees and organizations, however, there appeared to be 
considerable incongruence between their organizations’ explicit external and internal talent 
management messages. On the far end of this continuum, all (33) of the interviewees from five of 
the firms (V1-4, V8) claimed that there was no evidence of an explicit internal talent 
management message (i.e. talent management initiatives) within their organizations. Further, 
these interviewees claimed that there did not appear to be any distinction between talent or high 
performance and other employees. When they questioned their managers or superiors, they were 
told that “…it’s not fully up and running quite yet” (V3, E6), “…that there had been some issues 
that needed to be sorted” (V8, E2), “we had concerns that it would be demotivating to those not 
selected….which would go against the way we do things here” (V2, E5). Interviewees from the 
remainder of the firms (V7, V9) related that talent management within their organizations was 
restricted to rating employees as “top” or “high” performers during annual performance reviews 
and use of the term “talent” in developmental activities provided to the entire workforce. These 
interviewees emphasized that their organizations did not publicly identify or refer to individuals 
as talent, however, and that those who had been categorized as high performers were asked not to 
share that information with their colleagues.  
On the other hand, many of the interviewees mentioned that they perceived congruence 
between what could be considered the implicit aspects of their organizations’ external and 
internal talent management messages. Specifically, a large portion of the interviewees claimed 
that the positive impressions created by their organizations’ employer branding and external 
talent management messages were consistent with their impression of the organization after 
becoming an employee, even when the organizations were not engaging in explicit talent 
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management initiatives as suggested by the external talent management message.  As an example, 
one interviewee explained:  
They don’t really have a talent management program at all…so that was bogus 
…but they promoted their talent management program as a way to give back to 
the community, and they are really focused on that… there are lots of ways I can 
contribute, even though it’s not part of a special talent program or anything. 
Everybody here contributes as part of the job, and as part of working here. It isn’t 
related to talent management at all actually”(V4, E4).  
Another of the interviewees related how he could see that it would be problematic to 
implement talent management in the way conveyed by the external talent management 
message, as the  
…Danish culture really stresses equality…so it just seems wrong to single out 
some employees as being talent, and ignore the rest. I get that, and they do 
provide a lot of training and development for all of the employees, and we are all 
included in major decisions. I guess they thought better of it and decided it wasn’t 
a good idea after all. They should probably stop advertising it that way, though” 
(V2, E3).  
Still, there were also some interviewees (11 total) who did not feel that their organizations 
lived up to the positive impressions created by the employer branding and external talent 
management messages. For instance, one of the interviewees remarked that the while the external 
talent management message created the impression that newly hired talent would  “…be 
integrated into the business on par with the family members…it has been anything but the case. 
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It’s us and it’s them, regardless of how great you are at your job” (V1, E7).  Similarly, another 
interviewee responded:  
From their website, it looked like they had a really strong talent management 
program…very professional and organized. After I was hired, I found out that isn’t the 
case at all…they talked about rankings, and how you had to be in the top 2% to get 
into the program, and my manager praised my work so I thought I’d be selected. But 
then there was one thing after another that came up, and nobody has been 
selected...after two years, there haven’t been any special activities or rewards or 
anything. They haven’t made any kind of announcements about who is or isn’t a top 
performer. It’s not the professional or organized at all (V4, E2).  
In addition to highlighting where employees perceived congruence and incongruence 
between the external and internal talent management messages conveyed by the organization, the 
analysis identified links between these perceptions and employees’ own subjective assessment of 
their attitudes and behaviors. These links are presented in the next section, and then more fully 
explored in the Discussion.  
 
Perceived Impact of the Talent Management Message 
Although many of the interviewees claimed that they had difficulty remembering 
specifics about the talent management messages conveyed by their organizations prior to their 
becoming employed, they were all able to relate how these messages influence their attitudes and 
behavior. Specifically, all of the interviewees claimed to have had the expectation that their 
organizations did indeed engage in talent management when they became employees, and these 
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expectations appeared to have created positive attitudes towards not only the organizations, but 
also towards themselves. For instance, one interviewee remembered:  
I was on top of the moon when I started working here. I had been told that I was 
part of a very elite group of new hires that would be groomed for a management 
position…[that there would be a] customized development plan and lots of 
opportunities for me to show what I could do. I was really excited and felt really 
good about working here (V4, E7).  
Further, the vast majority (92%) of the interviewees stated that the external talent 
management message had been a “central” or “highly important” influence in their decisions to 
apply and/or accept positions within their respective organizations, and the remainder recalled 
that the external talent management messages had “some bearing” or “was considered” when 
electing to join the organization. Similarly, most of the interviewees maintained that there were 
explicit aspects of the external talent management message that influenced their decisions to 
apply and/or accept positions in the organization, such as being identified as having unique 
qualities that would set them apart from the workforce as a whole or their peers—i.e. an 
exclusive approach to talent management (Collings & Mellahi, 2009; Lewis & Heckman, 2006)- 
and to specific talent management initiatives such as leadership and career development, internal 
promotion, and both financial and non-financial rewards for superior performance. For instance, 
one of the interviewees explained:  
In the announcement, they wrote about how the people hired and included in the 
talent management program weren’t being hired just for a specific position, but 
that I would be in line for positions up the ladder over the course of time. It was 
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definitely a deciding factor if not the deciding factor in my taking the job (V4, 
E3).  
Moreover, most of the interviewees claimed that aspects of the external message in 
addition to or besides explicit reference to the talent management initiatives had influenced 
their decision to join the organization, and had had a positive influence on their attitudes 
towards the organization and their own futures.  In these cases, the interviewees often 
remarked how the style and content of the external talent management message or the use 
of personally and professionally appealing terminology helped them identify with the 
organization even before their first day at work. As one interviewee related:  
It was clear they put employees first and prioritized and take care of their 
employees. That was important to me, that the employees aren’t just numbers or 
sales targets to them and that they understand that their success depends on 
their employees. It made me feel really good to be associated with that type of 
company (V3, E4).  
Another employee reflected on how the more implicit aspects of the talent management 
message conveyed through the organization’s job announcement provided him with a sense 
of pride and optimism:  
There was a lot about growth…even the background had this giant tree on it, with 
different parts of their strategy and activities on the branches. It wasn’t even so 
much what they had written about talent management itself, but that you could 
just feel the opportunities. It was exhilarating…of course I wanted to be a part of 
that (V8, E7).  
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Links between perceived congruence and incongruence of the external and internal talent 
management message on the one hand, and the interviewees’ attitudes and behaviors appeared to 
fall into three overall categories: 1) those who perceived congruence between the external and 
internal talent management message, and assessed that this congruence led to positive attitudes 
and behaviors; 2) those who perceived incongruence between explicit aspects of the external 
talent management message (e.g. talent management initiatives offered) and their perceptions of 
the actual talent management practices within the organization, but congruence between 
imbedded aspects (e.g. values, strategy) of the external talent management message and their 
experiences in the organization that they associated with positive attitudes and behaviors; and 3) 
those who perceived incongruence between either or both the explicit and implicit aspects of the 
external and internal talent management message to which they attributed negative attitudes and 
behaviors. There were no interviewees who claimed that congruence between the external and 
internal talent management messages resulted in negative attitudes and behaviors.  
Although they were clearly in the minority (six interviewees from two firms, V5 and V6), 
the interviewees falling into the first category provide support for the notion that alignment of the 
external and internal talent management message can have a positive influence on employee 
attitudes and behavior (Collings & Mellahi, 2009; Sonnenberg et al., 2014). In particular, one of 
these interviewees explained:  
I don’t know if I ever considered that they wouldn’t deliver on what they 
promised. I was top of my class, so it was important for me to get a job in a 
company that would recognize what I have to offer. I wouldn’t have taken the job 
otherwise, I’m pretty sure. So…it was satisfying that they have done so much with 
the [talent management] program, and I know being involved in the program 
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motivates me to do my best all of the time…I feel supported in reaching my own 
goals…feels good and I expect I will stay here until I don’t see that it’s helping me 
reach my goals (V5, E4).  
Although the data sorted into the second and largest category appeared to directly 
contradict the extant literature that emphasizes the adverse impact of unfulfilled expectations on 
employee attitudes and behaviors (Zhao, Wayne, Glibkowski, & Bravo, 2007), the interviewees 
provided a number of explanations for why congruence between implicit aspects of the external 
talent management message and their experiences within the organization seemed to serve as a 
substitute for the promised but not delivered talent management initiatives in their organizations.  
Specifically, one of the interviewees explained:  
I remember being impressed by the talent management program offered…I 
thought that it would be a definite career boost for me. But thinking back, I know 
I wouldn’t have jumped on the job if I didn’t get a good feeling about the 
company. The way they sold the [talent management] program was awesome 
though…about their vision for finding cures for illnesses that keep people from 
living happy lives, and how…the right candidate would have a key role in that. I 
was pumped, really. It was like it spoke to me, and I actually felt like I had 
something in common with the other employees right from the start. It made all 
of that nervousness you usually feel when starting a new job just go away 
because I know we shared a passion. I have friends that went to bigger 
companies with solid talent programs, but I wasn’t interested in working for 
…that type of place. They are cut throat, and the culture is horrible. I read some 
of the job alerts, and I said, no way, I could never work there. I’d be checking 
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my back for knives everyday…it turns out that they hadn’t gotten anything going, 
and there have been a lot of excuses. I guess I would have thought that would 
really bother me, but I never once considered leaving. What they are doing here 
is incredible, and everyone is involved in making it happen. Maybe that’s better 
than just having some small group of employees who are singled out as talent. I 
think they really believe we all have talent. That’s how they treat us (V8, E1). 
 
Other interviewees described how, after joining their respective organizations, they had 
realized that they did not experience any potential disappointment at the lack of a promised talent 
management program due to a number of factors, including the way they and other employees 
were valued, aspects of the management style in general or specific managers’ behaviors, an 
inclusive organizational culture, and/or good business practices.  
The final category of interviewees (11 in total) expressed varying degrees of discontent 
with what they perceived as incongruence between both the explicit and implicit aspects of the 
external talent management message conveyed by their organizations and their experiences after 
becoming employed. In particular, one interviewee felt that he had “been duped” (V1, E9), and 
another called the external talent management in his organization “a scam” (V3, E5). Further, all 
of these 11 interviewees mentioned that the failure of their respective organizations to delivery 
talent management as conveyed in the external message had negatively impacted their trust in 
management and the organizations as a whole and had been demotivating to the point that they 
would eventually seek alternative employment. In addition, these negative attitudes towards the 
organizations seemed to be strengthened by perceived reinforcement of their negative attitudes 
towards the organization. For instance, one of the interviewees maintained that failure to delivery 
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the promised talent management initiatives had been “…just one example that they don’t follow 
through on their promises” (V1, E8). Another explained that his lack of commitment to the 
organization was due not only to unfulfilled promises concerning talent management, but also his 
perception that the company “…only concerned about the bottom line” (V3, E1).  
In the following section of the paper, these findings are discussed in light of the literature 
as well as the context of the study.  
 
DISCUSSION 
The findings from this employee-centered study that perceived congruence between the 
external and internal talent management messages appeared to have a positive impact on 
employees’ attitudes and behaviors, and perceived incongruence was associated with negative 
attitudes and behaviors, are readily explained by and provide support for the talent management 
literature (e.g. Collings, 2014; Conway & Coyle-Shapiro, 2011).  On the other hand, the key 
finding that perceived incongruence was more often associated with positive versus negative 
employee attitudes and behaviors is quite surprising, and certainly contradicts the literature as 
well as a primary assumption underpinning the study. More specifically, scholars adapting a 
psychological contract perspective (e.g. Dries & De Gieter, 2014) to study talent management 
have argued that contract breeches arising from unfulfilled promises are likely to have a serious, 
negative impact on employees.  
The analysis provided rich insights into this finding, namely that while explicit external 
talent management messages might have been incongruent with employees’ perceptions of 
specific talent management initiatives delivered by the organization, there appeared to be 
congruence between the more implicit external talent management message (i.e. those received 
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prior to joining the organization) and their overall experiences as employees. In particular, when 
external talent management messages that conveyed a positive impression of the organization 
were confirmed by, for example, positive managerial and business practices, the lack of promised 
talent management initiatives seemed to be of little relevance. Interestingly, this “substitute 
effect”, or what Parzefall and Coyle-Shapiro (2011) refer to as a ‘trade-off’ sense making 
process, appeared to occur even when the specific talent management initiatives promised in the 
external talent management message were apparently important to the employees as they been a 
deciding factor in their having applied to and accepted their current positions in the organization.  
We would argue that that the nature of the congruence between perceptions of the 
external and internal talent management message can lead to sense making on the part of 
employees. From an employer branding view, managers communicate organizational values and 
objectives to employees through corporate brand narratives and behaviors, which can have 
valuable returns with current and prospective staff (Backhaus & Tikoo, 2004; Berthon, Ewing, & 
Hah, 2005). More specifically, when the implicit external talent management message conveys 
meaningful attributes or values, and an employee experiences that these values are sincere, the 
alignment of values may act as a “buffer” against the potential risk of psychological contract 
breach (Sutton & Griffin, 2004) and mitigates the impact of unmet promises. 
Further, in the present study, the national context could ostensibly be a factor that 
supported this form of sense making, as Danish cultural norms are based heavily on principles of 
egalitarianism and business practices tend to be relatively informal  (Gesteland, 2012). Thus, 
Danish employees may rationalize that, even though promised in the external talent management 
message, highly structured and exclusive talent management initiatives would not be appropriate 
in their organizations. Similarly, the SME context may have facilitated this sensemaking, given 
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that HRM in general (Dundon & Wilkinson, 2009), and talent management in particular 
(Valverde et al., 2013), is often characterized as being rather informal. Therefore, employees may 
have different expectations of what an SME can actually deliver in terms of a structured talent 
management program.  
The acceptance of positive experiences within the organization in lieu of promised talent 
management programs may also signal that some employees prioritize the relational rather than 
the transactional aspects of the psychological contract. According to Rousseau (2004), while the 
transactional aspects of the psychological contract that would include specific talent management 
initiatives are important, social-emotional exchanges associated with the relational aspect of the 
psychological contract have a far stronger impact on employees’ attitudes and behaviors.  
Implications and Limitations 
Because this study was conducted with the assumption that perceptions of congruence 
would be associated with positive employee attitudes and behaviors, and incongruence with 
negative attitudes and behaviors, we did not attempt to specifically identify the types of implicit 
or imbedded aspects of the external talent management message. Still, our findings that 
employees do appear to engage in trade off sense making when there is alignment between 
implicit aspects of the external talent management message and their own experiences within the 
organization. These findings have important theoretical and practical implications, as they 
suggest that perceived value alignment between the external and internal talent management 
messages may be more important for some employees than the talent management initiatives 
themselves. This notion is supported by Thunnissen (2016) who concluded that organizations and 
employees may have quite different perceptions of the value of talent management. Further 
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research is however needed to identify the aspects of the imbedded talent management message 
that are meaningful to employees in different organizational and national contexts.    
In addition, although our study was not aimed at identifying or assessing talent 
management programs or practices per se, our findings do provide some practical implications 
for talent management more generally. In particular, our study confirms that strong talent 
management messages and employer branding can be a highly effective way for SMEs to attract 
talent.  Attraction of talent can be a major challenge for SMEs that must compete with larger and 
often better known firms (Kishore, Majumdar & Kiran, 2012; Wickramasinghe & Sharma, 2005). 
The findings that other factors besides actual talent management programs may be equally or 
more important to employees who were applied and accepted employment in the case 
organizations on the basis of the external talent management message may thus suggest that, for 
SMEs which are often faced with resource scarcity (Cardon & Stevens, 2004), investing in 
employer branding and the external talent management message may reap greater benefits than 
implementing a talent management program. Research aimed at testing this proposition should be 
conducted, however, as our study was based on subjective self-assessments of links between the 
talent management messages and employee attitudes and behaviors.  
Finally, our findings have implications for talent management theory development related 
to national context. In support of Festing et al.’s (2013) assertion that cultural and institutional 
factors have a strong impact on the way in which talent management is practiced, and specifically 
an apparent preference for an inclusive approach to talent management, although certainly not 
conclusive or generalizable, our findings from our study suggest that the prescribed primarily 
exclusive approach to talent management may not be appropriate in all context.  
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CONCLUSION 
Departing from the predominate focus of the literature that seeks to identify talent 
management practice and employer outcomes (e.g. Gallardo-Gallardo, Dries & González-Cruz, 
2013; Thunnisen, 2016) in large, multinational companies (Gallardo-Gallardo & Thunnissen, 
2016; Stahl et al., 2007), the objective of this paper was to investigate employees’ perceptions of 
the talent management message in a Danish SME context. Specifically, we collected rich 
qualitative data from 61 employees in nine Danish SMEs in a range of industries. Analysis of 
these data suggest that employees are highly cognizant of the explicit external talent management 
message—in other words, descriptions of the talent management programs conveyed through, for 
example, job announcements, and websites,  
Perhaps more importantly, employees’ are also keenly aware of implicit aspects of the 
external talent management message such as management style and management values, and that 
these perceptions of both the explicit and implicit aspects of the external talent management serve 
to create a positive impression of the organization. Thus, our findings suggest that a strong 
external talent management message can be a highly effective way for SMEs to attract and recruit 
job candidates.  Moreover, our study demonstrated that employees’ perceptions of congruence 
between the positive and implicit aspects of the external talent management message and their 
own experiences after joining the organization may have a greater influence on employees’ 
attitudes and behaviors than perceptions of congruence between what the organization promises 
in terms of talent management, and what it in fact delivers. This finding raises the question as to 
whether SMEs must necessarily invest in talent management programs, or whether they should 
instead focus on promoting and demonstrating accurate values that are perceived as meaningful 
to their future and existing employees.  
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Table 1: Overview of sample 
Company 
Identifier 
Primary business activities Total 
number of 
employees 
Employees interviewed 
V1 Financial investment services 86 9 
V2 Designer furniture 122 7 
V3 Software development 58 6 
V4 Management consulting 65 7 
V5 High-tech electronic design 119 7 
V6 Multimedia design and marketing 147 6 
V7 Stockbrokerage  177 5 
V8 Pharmacology development 64 6 
V9 Satellite technology design 141 8 
 Total Interviews = 61 
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AOM HR DIVISION – SPECIAL INSTRUCTIONS 
In response to the AOM HR Division’s call to include discussion questions with paper 
submissions (to accompany presentation of the paper if accepted), we include the following 
questions:   
DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 
1. Is TM an HR issue in SMEs or is it a marketing (employer branding) and general 
management issue? 
 
2. Is it possible for SMEs to adopt exclusive TM philosophy - given their 
size/scale/resourcing levels?  
 
3. How can SMEs determine the most salient parts of TM to adopt in their firms? Findings 
suggest that SMEs take stock of their unique offerings, and tailor their value proposition 
to those in the market who are seeking the particular benefits associated with employment 
in SMEs. 
 
4. From a methodological perspective, how do we acknowledge and integrate national 
context in TM research?  How can we address the issues of context and application of TM 
without conducting large-scale comparative studies?  
 
